
Ops are on tonight
Ray King

227 Squadron, RAF Station Balderton, Nottinghamshire, flying
Lancasters

The crew

Pilot AlElLt R.D.King,
RAAF (POW)

2nd Pilot Pia Pitts,
RAAF (KIA, on his
first op. as an observer
prior to flying with his
own crew)

Navigator F/O W.W.
Neilsen, RAF (POW)

Wireless operator W10
B.Long, RAAF (POW)

Mid-upper gunner Sgt
L.Marshall, RAF (KIA)

Rear gunner Sgt
L.Baxter, RCAF (KIA)

Bomb aimer F/Sgt
W.Roots, RAF (POW)

Engineer F/Sgt
R.Fytton, RAF (KIA)

Ray King
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Later, thinking back to our training days, I recall it being stressed that the
bomber pilot must always be on guard not to be shot down. However
desperate or intricate his evasive measures, he must never forget his
primary object of placing bombs in the centre of the target. The common
saying on the squadron was 'Press on regardless.' I think I met that
criterion and later applied the correct drill when I called 'Abandon
aircraft! Jump, jump!'

The day: 20 March 1945, 227 Squadron, Bomber Command based at
Balderton, near Newark.

The Battle Order. Fifteen crews listed. Flying Officer King and crew not
on the list. We had done 7 ops in 11 days, including 3 nights in a row.
Maybe our turn for a rest. Lots of the usual speculation: what is the
target? will it be a big one? All of us in the crew felt relaxed. Bill
Neilsen, our navigator, voted for his favourite pub, The Saracens Head, in
the small village of Southwell near our base, for a quiet ale or two. He
had my vote.

Left to right, back row: Len Baxter, 'Curly' Long, Lou Marshall.

Front row: Stan Rogers (not on last flight), Ray King, Bill Neilsen.
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'Left to right, standing: A.E. Colston,jlight engineer (not on last flight);
Stan Rogers, wireless operator (not on last flight); Bill Neilsen,

navigator; Ray King, pilot; Lou Marshall, mid upper gunner; Bill
Rootes, bomb aimer; crouching: Len Baxter, rear gunner.

It was not to be. I was approached by an English pilot who said that he
was to be married within the next week and would I take his place on the
Battle Order. I put the proposition to the crew. We were all anxious to
finish our tour. We were halfway through. The vote was unanimous: we
would go.

Briefing time. Target: Bohlen near Leipzig. We had been to Bohlen on 5
March. Maybe we had to finish the job. The last trip was 9 hours and 25
minutes. A long one.
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Another decision. A new crew on the Squadron and the pilot wanted to
make his acclimatisation flight with us. 1 had known him during early
school days. There appeared to be a jinx on taking second pilots. Too
many were with crews on the 'missing list'. 1tried to talk him in to going
with a more experienced crew, but sadly to no avail.

Surprise! We were to be one of twelve aircraft from different squadrons
to mount a feint attack on Halle, north-west of Leipzig. We would be last
in to the real target-Bohlen. These 12 aircraft were to head towards the
enemy coast, then set course for Halle, south of Berlin. The idea was to
get the German nightfighters airborne to attack our group, thinking it was
the main bomber force.

Sometime later, when the main force had crossed the coast to the north or
south of our route, it was hoped that the nightfighters would be back on
ground refuelling and thus give our boys a chance to approach Bohlen
before they were attacked.

Airborne 23.39 hours. Weather forecast reasonably good. We reduced
height to 50ft above sea level over the North Sea to avoid enemy radar.
Just before reaching the enemy coast a 'flak Ship' opened fire with 20mm
canon tracer shells - they missed. We climbed to operational height and
set course for Halle. Apart from the odd searchlight in the distance
'bending' from up to horizontal to indicate to night fighters the direction
of the bomber force, we flew for about three hours, almost to our turning
point to head in to Halle.

Suddenly the rear gunner yelled 'Corkscrew port, fighter attacking from
below!' 1 put the Lancaster into a steep diving turn, then the next thing 1
knew was an explosion of cannon shells and a bright 'whoosh' of tracers
past the cockpit. The cockpit filled with smoke. I brought the Lancaster
out of the dive but found difficulty in controlling the aircraft. A quick
glance. The two starboard engines on fire, so called for the engineer to
press the fire extinguisher buttons for them. By this time the fire had
spread across the wing between the two motors and the aircraft started a
diving turn. 1 thought, 'This is it' and quickly called on the intercom,
'Abandon aircraft! Jump, jump!' twice. At the same time 1 thought, 'I
have to get out last' so I pulled the pin of the seat harness in preparation
and then concentrated on trying to get the aircraft out of the dive. No
response from the controls. The nose came up and suddenly the aircraft
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rolled over upside down. I remember pushing the control column forward
to try and bring the nose up again, then fell into the roof of the cockpit.

The next thing I remember was the rush of cold air, so I went for the
ripcord of my parachute. We were attacked at 15,000 feet but by this
time had lost a lot of height.

I have no recollection of floating down, so I guess the parachute must
have opened just before I hit the trees. There was a vague 'thump' and,
after some time, I looked up and spotted my flying helmet hanging on a
branch of the tree. I was suspended by the parachute about 10 feet from
the ground. Fires in the forest some distance away, from the remains of
our crashed aircraft, gave enough light for me to release the harness and
drop to the ground.

My first reaction was-I am alive! It must be me as I could clearly see
my name on the inside of the flying helmet from the light of the forest fires
before I dropped to Mother Earth. Did the rest of my crew get out?

Then I thought, 'Here I am in the middle of Germany. What do I do
next?' Although all operational aircrew knew it was a possibility, they
always seemed to think 'It won't happen to me'. Apart from a sprained
ankle, a deep wound in my right hand, bruises and scratches, I seemed to
be reasonably fit.

By now the fires in the forest had died down and the night became very
black. After some time I heard the sound of a train and saw the glow
from the firebox of the engine, so I made my way cautiously across a
ploughed paddock towards the railway. On the way I scraped a hollow
and buried my Mae West life jacket, before coming to a deep gorge and
the railway line.

I decided to head for what I thought was west and shortly came to a small
stream and decided, as in the movies, to wade out a few yards and then
follow the stream for some distance before coming ashore. This would
put the tracker dogs off the scent. Then, as the night was black as pitch, I
headed back towards the forest. I found a thick bush and crawled under it
and tried to get some sleep. As dawn broke I surveyed the scene.

The railway line ran approximately east/west at the bottom of the
paddock and the stream about north/south, so if I was to try and make
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towards the Western Front, I would have to cross the stream which, from
a distance, looked to be about 100 to 150 yards wide. I settled down to
wait until it was dark.

After about an hour I heard someone approaching along a bush track. It
was a young girl about 8 years of age. I kept very still and she walked
past within about 20 feet of my hiding place.

Next I spotted a group of German soldiers, searching the paddock with
tracker dogs who had sniffed out the Mae West I had buried. They
headed for the stream, then ran along the bank and back again for some
time, and then eventually took off and disappeared.

I broke open my 'escape kit' and took the compass from its 'secret' hiding
place in my flying boot to try and sort out directions. Late in the
afternoon I observed a horse pulling a large plough manned by two men,
coming around the side of the hill. As they came closer to where I was
hiding under the bush they kept looking my way, and eventually left the
plough and came towards me. I thought 'this is it.' As they approached
one said 'me Ruskie', so 1 smartly produced the Union Jack flag, printed
on linen, supplied in the escape kit. This had words in Russian on it that
read something like 'I am a British airman. Please help and report my
particulars to the British Military Mission in Moscow.' He immediately
shook my hand and said 'Comrade, comrade'

After a lot of sign language, with the help of some. limited phrases from
the small dictionary 1 carried, 1 learned that they were conscripted
workers. One was Russian, the other Polish. They would like to help me
but there were too many soldiers in the area. However, they would take
me to the farmhouse. 1 thought about it and decided that, being so far
from the Western Front, maybe the Russians would overrun this area
soon and 1would be able to make it back to base.

We arrived at the farm house and 1 wondered what sort of welcome I
would get. After the two dogs that first greeted me stopped barking,
several people gathered and an older man who seemed to be the head of
the family pointed to a chair, so I sat. As my damaged hand had bled
profusely, and the other cuts etc. had left a fair amount of blood around,
the Russian organised a bowl of warm water, and he and the lady of the
house cleaned me up.
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The 'head man' spoke a little English and we chatted about Australia and
wheat growing. I certainly felt a little more relaxed. Among the people
was a chap in German Army uniform with a badly scarred face. He had
probably been discharged from the army, perhaps after being badly
wounded. He seemed interested in me but showed no sign of hostility.
The lady of the house organised a cup of erzatz coffee which I gratefully
drank-it tasted quite nice.

I was beginning to think that maybe I wouldn't be turned in. But then the
head man indicated that it was time to go. We set off down the track and
along a road leading to a small village. As we came into the main street,
it appeared that all the dogs of the village had gathered, they started
barking and followed us with children joining in. There were quite a
number of German soldiers around and two of them joined the parade to
escort me to the local gaol.

After being questioned by a chap who spoke English with what seemed to
me to be a French accent, he took me to a small VW car and told me to
get in, to go to the next town. We arrived at a bigger village or town
which I later found to be Eschwege. I was delivered to the police station
and, after the usual search, placed in a cell.

It is hard to describe the joy and relief. Curly Long, my wireless
operator, and Bill Rootes, my bomb aimer, sitting there full of life. I had
thought that, with the aircraft exploding, and as I was wearing my
parachute, I must have been the only one to get out.

After much talking, they both said that immediately I gave the order to
abandon aircraft, they had grabbed their parachute packs and clipped
them on. They thought that Bill Neilsen, our navigator, had also got his
on, but so far there was no sign of him. Curly said the cannon shells
appeared to go through the fuselage from under the aircraft with one
going through the wireless set and hitting the armour plate behind the
pilot's seat. Like me, they had felt the cold air as they fell from the
aircraft, were in space and pulled the ripcord. They must have been out
before me because, as they floated down they saw what was left of the
Lancaster going down.
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Our guards were an Oberwessel aged about 33 and two elderly men. All
carried the German equivalent of a 'Tommy gun'. The Oberwessel spoke
some English and most of us exchanged a few words about our age etc.

After walking some distance, they took me to a small Luftwaffe hospital
and and a doctor dressed my hand injury, inserting a metal clip to close
the wound. We then boarded a train and, although we did not know it at
the time, were bound for Dulag Luft near Frankfurt which was the Air
Crew Interrogation Centre for captured Allied airmen.

We stopped at Kassel railway station which was only a platform, all other
buildings, as far as we could see, being flattened and mostly rubble. An
underground area served as an air raid shelter and as a canteen run by the
Red Cross or a similar organisation. We sat with German soldiers in full
kit and civilians. We enjoyed a cup of coffee and the Oberwessel care-
fully cut about two mouthfuls of sausage for each of us. This seemed to
be the ration. No one else seemed to take any notice of us.

We boarded another train with most carriages full of bullet and cannon
shell holes; some carriages were partly burnt. This time we travelled in
the guard's van and eventually arrived at Dulag Luft.

We went through the usual interrogation, giving name, rank and number,
although pressed for other information. It wasn't long before we were
passed back to the guards and moved on. We headed south, but before
long had to abandon the train as a bridge over the river had been destroy-
ed, so we walked across a temporary bridge and continued to a small
village. Just before we entered it, several American aircraft appeared and
dive-bombed the railway yards and a train, which caught fire.

After the raid we entered the village and were confronted by a group of
people across the road. One man carried a pistol and shouted at the
guards, pointing the pistol at us. The Oberwessel spread his men out and,
pointing their guns at the crowd, yelled in German what we presumed to
be 'Weare coming through.' The crowd dispersed and we continued our
journey on foot.

After walking several miles we boarded another train which took us to
Nuremburg. Again we saw a city in ruins. We were marched past the
stadium where Adolf Hitler had held the huge rallies. The massive
columns at the entrance showed much bomb damage. Even in the
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suburbs, whole streets of houses were in ruins, with just an odd house
habitable although damaged. Finally we came to the gates of the
infamous Stalag Luft III.

'For you the war is over'

How many aircrew were told, when being interrogated by a Luftwaffe
Intelligence Officer at Dulag Luft, 'For you the war is over'?

For me, how wrong he was. Having baled out, or more correctly, been
blown out of my Lancaster after being attacked by night fighters, being
captured and escorted to Dulag Luft for interrogation, then to a prison
camp, I could ask myself, 'Yes, is the war over for me?'

The prison gates closed behind me and the small group of us who had just
arrived were greeted like VIPs by fellow prisoners already there. All were
vitally interested in the latest outside news. After catching up on what
was going on in England, and the Bomber Command squadrons, the
conversation got around to where do you come from-New South Wales,
Victoria, Western Australia etc.? I said I came from Western Australia.
I was told they had quite a few from W.A. and was escorted round the
huts in the compound to seek them out.

My escort said, 'Here's one, an army man,' - who else but Nort Dilli-
more who worked in the same bank with me! At over 30 he was an old
bloke, captured at EI Alamein, senior to my 22 years. He was most
helpful, finding me a toothbrush, a small towel and soap to start me off.
Like most aircrew, I had arrived with nothing but the battle dress we wore
on operations. Then Stan Thomson, also ex-bank, brewed a cup of tea on
a home-made 'blower' made oftin cans from the Red Cross parcels.

After all this I started to feel quite at home. It was reassuring to be
among friends who dispelled a lot of my fears. I met up with 'Bluey'
Osborne, a pre-war school friend from Geraldton. He had been shot down
on his 72nd operation. Tom Nilen was another. Several days later I
spotted Gordon 'Mac' McCusker. He was Assistant Flight Commander
of our 227 Sqadron and had gone missing two weeks before I was shot
down, ironically on the same target, an oil refinery at Bohlen. He was on
his 30th operation and that would have completed his tour had he made it
back to base. It was great to see him fit and well. I had taken his place as
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Assistant Flight Commander with a promotion to Acting Flight
Lieutenant.

It occurred to me after two weeks in my new home, and getting used to the
meagre diet-mainly boiled potatoes plus a slice or two of black bread
and sharing some Red Cross parcels-that this was a good way to meet
up with old friends: get oneself dumped in a POW camp.

Hopes were high for an early release when we learnt on 'the grape vine'
that the Allies had crossed the Rhine and were advancing across
Germany. However these hopes dashed. We received orders to pack up
and be ready to move. We were told we would be marching with no
transport. I carried two blankets and a little food that I had been able to
accumulate and we were each given a Red Cross parcel. I teamed up with
2nd Lt Don Tennant, an American Bl 7 pilot whom I'd met at Dulag Luft.
We agreed to share our food and stick together.

We started off on 4 April 1945 and, after passing through a small village
about 20 km from the camp, noticed four American Thunderbolts diving
towards our column. Most of us were waving enthusiastically until the
lead aircraft started to puff smoke from its wings. It took only seconds to
realise that the pilot was firing his .5 inch machine guns at our column a
mere two to three hundred metres away. We all scattered to whatever
cover was available, in truth very little, but I made for some small trees
and dived into a very small hollow in the ground. Bullets peppered the
ground within a few feet of my position, then two loud bangs as two small
bombs were dropped. Thankfully, the third aircraft peeled off without
firing. They must have realised we were not German troops and broke off
the attack.

Don Tennant and I survived each in one piece but, sadly, four others in
our group were killed including an RAF pilot whom I'd known in England
but from a different squadron. Several others were wounded. Gordon
McCusker, who was marching further up the column, said that thirteen
were killed from his group including at least one German guard. At the
time I thought, 'Ifthis is "For you the war is over" I would rather be back
on the Squadron, trying to complete my tour of operations' and take my
chance against the Luftwaffe night fighters and flak.'
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For two days we marched, day and night with only brief rests, but then
had a rest day which fortunately was fine and sunny. We cooked some
potatoes given us by a nearby farmer and, with the leftovers from our Red
Cross parcels, had quite a decent meal.

We slowly progressed southwards into Bavaria, passing through small
villages and some beautiful valleys and forests. Parked in small forest
clearings were some fighter aircraft from a nearby airstrip. The guards
said, 'Can't fly. No benzene.' Later on we saw trucks loaded with troops
heading towards the Western Front with the lead truck fitted with a gas
producer and towing a line of other trucks. Also the odd tank using a gas
producer. No doubt the same problem-no benzene.

After 14 days on the road we arrived at Stalag VIlA, Moosburg, near
Munich. The camp was really crowded, with separate compounds for
Russian prisoners, some Serbs, and others captured on the Eastern Front.
We had a Russian-speaking Canadian with us. He conversed with them
through the wire boundary fence. They were upset. The guard dogs let
loose in their compound at night had provided an extra source of food, but
the Germans had ceased the practice and cut off the supply. They must
have run out of dogs!

We arrived on 18 April and it was clear it would not be long before we
were liberated. A home-made wireless set in one of the huts was now
openly picking up BBC broacasts trom London each day. English-
speaking German officers would listen in and discuss the likely date for
the camp to be overrun by the Americans.

On 28 April, a few artillery shells passed over the camp from nearby
positions. Next day tanks of the American Third Army rolled up to the
main gate. We were tree! After a day or so, General Patten, Commander
of the US Third Army, sporting his well-known trade mark, a pearl-
handled six gun, arrived to a very warm welcome.

We spent the next few days wandering around near the camp and into
Moosburg, a small village nearby. A pig farm and cheese factory helped
augment our food supplies. The white bread supplied by the US Army
bakers was tasteless and not very appetising after the heavy black bread
we'd grown used to, but we soon came to appreciate the more generous
supplies.
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By 7 May we were moved to the nearby Landshut aerodrome in
preparation for evacuation. It was VE Day. We celebrated by firing a
few Very pistols and small arms.

The next day a Junkers Ju 52 transport plane circled the field and landed.
It was full of German Luftwaffe women fleeing from the Eastern Front.
Also a Focke-Wulfe fighter plane landed. When large numbers of US
soldiers rushed his plane, the pilot was reluctant to open his cockpit
canopy. After a few minutes he did so, and was promptly relieved of his
flying helmet, scarf and anything else suitable as a souvenir. When
satisfied that it was safe to do so, he climbed out, opened the small
storage space hatch on the side of his aircraft, and pulled out a young
woman from this very cramped position, at the same time announcing that
she was his wife. They, too, had fled the Eastern Front to surrender to the
Americans. Others were arriving for the same reason.

We were organised into groups and boarded American DC3s for destin-
ations unknown. There were about 20 RAAF in our group and we landed
at Apinal near Nancy in France. It was then we discovered we had been
placed in the wrong aircraft. This was the American Repatriation Centre.
We should have gone to Brussels in Belgium.

We were deloused and showered. All clothing was burnt. Then we were
dusted with DOT by German POWs. Next we were issued with US
Army uniforms (all privates) together with sleeping bags, blankets, winter
clothing plus all the extras.

Then off to a very large hall with tables set up with all the food you could
wish for. A variety of fruit juices, bread and cheeses etc. Each long table
was waited on by local French girls. The US Army Sgt in charge said,
'Help yourselves, and call the girls for anything you want.' We only
wanted food!!

We then boarded a train for Le Havre, a town on the French coast. We
were accommodated in tents but looked after very well by the US Army.
After another three days we boarded another DC3 and set off for good old
England. The weather was not the best, with lots of cloud, and the pilot
seemed to be uncertain whether to go up or down. Many of us flying
types were a little apprehensive. We hoped he knew what he was doing.
We were too close to home to survive another prang!
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We landed at an airfield north of London, then we Australians entrained
for the RAAF Transit Base at Brighton. After about a week we changed
our GI private's gear for RAAF battle dress. We'd had a lot of fun, 'not
talking like Americans' to those who thought we were the genuine article.

We did a train trip to the 'Depository for personal belongings of missing
aircrew' just outside London and returned with a few basic items, then
settled down to enjoy the wonderful canteen set up by the Australian Red
Cross, known as 'Kriegies Corner'. .

We were billeted near the Grand Hotel. Fresh sandwiches and meals were
free to ex-PaWs, and extra canned foods available for purchased. Leave
passes and 1st Class rail warrants were issued to anywhere in the UK by
the padre. We made good use of these but after a week or so began to
start looking forward to a ship home.

I could finally say, with confidence, 'For me the war is over.'

After the war ended I learnt from a fellow squadron member who had also
been a POW, that my navigator, Bill Neilsen, had survived and had been
released from another POW camp.

On arriving home I spent two weeks meeting old friends, enjoying family
life and reunions and generally settling in. For those of us who survived
the war and came home to our families we can surely say 'There is no
place like home. '

Avro Lancaster 9J-E, 227 Squadron RAP, on daylight bombing raid on
Essen and Dortmund, II March 1945. Photo: Ray King.
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Scene from a play presented at Stalag 383, Hohenfels.

A scene from HMS Pinafore presented at Stalag 383, Hohenfels.

338


